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ABSTRACT 
This reflective paper addresses the issue of students frequently using Japanese, and straying 
from the 100% English goal during EDC discussion tasks. However, unlike most students who 
code-switch during class time, usually students who are low level learners and cannot express 
themselves fully in English, the students observed in this journal were capable of keeping to 
100% English easily. Their tendency to use Japanese was for purposes other than basic 
communication. As research suggests, there are many reasons behind why learners code-switch 
between their L1 and L2 during L2 activities. This journal examines the variety of reasons for 
using Japanese during the main discussion tasks in the EDC, and analyzes the effectiveness of 
several strategies for managing learner L1 use.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
In language classes worldwide, the general belief is that learners acquire an L2 by using the L2. 
In the English language class, this means reading, listening, writing, and speaking – in English. 
This belief is so ingrained in our idea of language learning and teaching that we do not question 
the implication that comes with emphasizing the L2, which is avoiding the L1. In the CLT 
classroom, where the goal is to encourage students to successfully communicate in their L2 in a 
variety of contexts, the idea of maximizing L2 use is certainly presumed. Indeed, Cook (2001) 
points out that, though CLT and task-based teaching methodologies do not often directly 
comment on how the learner’s L1 relates to L2 acquisition, when the L1 is mentioned it is 
generally on how to minimize its use.  
Because of this widespread belief, the trend of “English-Only” classrooms has become 
the standard in most communicative ESL or EFL contexts. The effectiveness and necessity of an 
English-Only policy in classrooms has been up for extensive debate by many language 
researchers. Those who are against such a policy call to attention the political agenda and 
linguistic imperialism of such a rule (Auerbach, 1993; Ford, 2009) or lament the potential of 
using the L1 as a resource in learning the L2 (Cook, 2001). Those who argue for the 
continuation of this tenet suggest strategies in encouraging L2 use among students or teachers 
(Mori, 2004) or mention that increased L2 use can help to reduce a learner’s language anxiety 
(Levine, 2003). Then there are those who advocate various strategies that involve both, using the 
L1 as a resource, or encouraging maximum L2 output (Meyer, 2008; Nation, 2001). This on-
going discussion has influenced a number of language policies in classrooms around the globe. 
 The EDC is one such context that has incorporated an English-Only rule – designing 
lessons and classes around a “100% English” goal. As the objective of the course is to encourage 
students in sharing opinions on a variety of topics in two sustained discussion tasks, all in 
English, the natural assumption has been to establish a classroom atmosphere that encourages 
students to continually strive for communicating in English for lengthy periods of time. Though 
not enforced through a strict grade, EDC instructors are asked to support students and constantly 
encourage them to operate in 100% English throughout each class period. This goal is taken up 
and practiced by students from the first day of their first semester in the EDC. Indeed, in the first 
few weeks of the first semester I was kept on my toes, listening for Japanese being used in the 
classroom. Though at first difficult, being consistent in how I reminded students, with questions 
of “is that Japanese I hear?” or “English?”, helped my students internalize this rule. In-between, 
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and during class activities, a quick reminder question would get an immediate response from 
most students. This usually efficient tactic allowed for me to focus on the main goal of the 
course – introducing functional language and communication skills, and allowing students 
plenty of chances to practice discussing complex ideas. 
 Despite the general success of 100% English, however, there are some class groups who 
have a harder time of maintaining 100% English than other classes. As Nation (2001) points out, 
the tendency of classes who share the same L1, to use that L1 in activities meant to encourage 
L2 use, is high. Most of us EDC instructors have encountered numerous students who are 
constantly switching into Japanese during class time, particularly students who are very low 
level and may struggle with using English to express basic ideas. Though low level learners 
using frequent Japanese has been a common issue in the past, the two classes that I had chosen 
to observe for my teaching journal in Fall 2013 were unique because they were not low level, 
and yet they continually used excessive Japanese both during and outside of discussions. In 
addition, these two classes fell on the same day, highlighting the issue of unnecessary L1 use to 
me.  
From the beginning of the semester, the students from these two classes all showed their 
ease of using L2 in discussion, their skill at communicating complex ideas, and sometimes even 
their ability to joke or socialize in English in-between activities. Yet, despite this capability, the 
majority of both classes had a difficult time sticking to English throughout the class – quickly 
switching to Japanese between activities, easily code-switching during activities, and generally 
chatting in Japanese so often that it hindered upon their ability to sustain a lengthy English 
discussion by the end of the class.  
 I chose to observe these classes, their constant use of L1, and my ability to affect change 
in their behavior. However, realizing that trying for a 100% English class atmosphere for a full 
90-minutes might be slightly taxing on several of the students, I narrowed my focus down to 
observing my ways of handling L1 use in the two discussion tasks of each class period – 
“Discussion 1” (D1) and “Discussion 2” (D2).  My reason for solely analyzing the two 
discussion tasks was because the two discussions were the times in each lesson in which the 
instructor has the least amount of presence and control of student action. As opposed to 
wandering around and closely monitoring function practice or discussion preparation time, the 
discussions are meant to be the space in which students can communicate freely without teacher 
presence, limiting my ability to physically remind students to remain in English. Furthermore, as 
Mori (2004) states, the “successful implementation of a staying-in-English rule involves more 
than simply telling the students to talk in English” (p. 234). In this way, I was motivated to 
develop some successful strategies to get students to use 100% English in a sustained and 
complex discussion, without the concrete presence of the teacher as incentive – the ultimate goal 
of the EDC.  
 Working from that goal, from lessons 6 through 12 (between the first and third discussion 
tests) I noted all instances of L1 use during either D1 or D2 in the two class groups. In addition, 
I made careful observations on how I handled these instances of L1 use, and what effect certain 
techniques I tried had on my students. In the following discussion section I will comment on the 
two classes that I observed, and note particular strategies that were effective for each class. In 
addition, I will speculate on the reasons for the success of certain strategies for each class group, 
using several empirical studies that examine student L1 use during collaborative tasks in the L2 
as a reference point. These studies were on a range of tasks – spoken (Hancock, 1997; Leeming, 
2011), written (Anton & DiCamilla, 1998; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2003, Swain & Lapkin, 
2000), and even grammar-focused (Scott & de la Fuente, 2008). However, despite the 
differences in task design, the purpose of all studies was to investigate the differing reasons 
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behind a learner’s use of L1 during an L2 task. The findings in these studies proved to be 
insightful to why my own students slipped into Japanese often, and why some strategies I ended 
up taking demonstrated more effectiveness than others.  
 
DISCUSSION 
Class One: Striving to Continue Negotiating Meaning 
The first class I observed was a Level 3 class from the College of Arts, in the middle of the 
spectrum of Level 3 classes in that college. Overall, the atmosphere of this class was good, and 
the students enjoyed sharing ideas in discussion. However, because many of them enjoyed 
reading literature, they often had ideas that were very deep, and difficult to express. Thus, due to 
their limited L2 proficiency, many students struggled to talk about these complex ideas in 
English. A few weeks into Fall 2013, I began noticing a pattern of students who would often 
begin their idea in English, get stuck on a particularly difficult vocabulary word or concept, then 
switch quickly into their L1 to fill in the gap before continuing on in English. Other times they 
would explain their idea successfully in English, but because their group mates might not know 
some of the vocabulary the speaker used, the speaker would add “in Japanese, I mean ____” and 
translate their idea. Despite my frequent feedback that this counts as using Japanese in 
discussion, and encouraging students to continue to try and use only English when giving ideas, 
this pattern continued up until the first test.  
 During Lessons 6 and 7, I gained some insight into how I might focus my feedback for 
this class. In Lesson 6, a student had tried to talk about classical Japanese literature, and started 
using the word koten. However, after using this word, she gave it some more thought and came 
up with the phrase “old books.” In my feedback I asked the class how they would explain koten 
in English, and then praised the student who gave that idea for being able to use easy English to 
explain what she meant, instead of relying on Japanese. In Lesson 7 I had a similar situation, 
where another student tried to talk about celebrity role models as liars. When one listener 
attempted to paraphrase (“do you mean they should be honest?”), the speaker instead switched to 
Japanese to explain his idea. In this case, I mentally noted that their attempt at paraphrasing 
could have continued in order to negotiate meaning. However, I did not comment on this 
opportunity to negotiate meaning as I had other points of feedback I wanted to address instead. 
 In Lesson 8, though, I had a second chance at addressing this issue of continuing to 
negotiate meaning. During D1, one student tried to ask her group how to say jimaku (subtitles) 
in English. When her group mates did not understand, she continued with “for example, Naruto 
speaks Japanese and foreign people need translate English.” This was a great start to check 
understand among the group mates. However, when the rest of the group still did not understand 
her, she gave up that point and motioned for the group to continue the discussion. Because this 
situation had happened in the previous lesson, I made a point to comment on this issue during 
feedback. I pointed out that this was a great start, and that the speaker had given a good example 
to try and negotiate meaning. I added that one strategy students could try was to paraphrase their 
own ideas in order to continue explaining the same idea in English. Furthermore, listeners could 
then participate by trying to paraphrase that idea again in order to check understanding. While 
the class was familiar with the paraphrasing function, this idea of connecting it to explain 
difficult vocabulary seemed to hit home for them. In Discussion 2 I noted that everyone tried to 
paraphrase a lot more, both their own ideas and each other’s ideas, to practice using easy English. 
This can easily be seen in the following exchange: 
 
  A: Do you mean traditional culture is declining? 
  B: I want to say traditional culture is more weak than pop culture. 
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 From Lesson 8 onwards, I noticed remarkable improvement in the class’s ability to 
continue to negotiate meaning, despite difficult concepts and English. For instance: 
 
A:  I heard other countries make criminals wear kigurumi…outer wear? They walk on the 
street and say “I am criminal.” 
B:  Do you mean criminal who wear animal uniform says I am criminal? What country? 
 
In this example is it clear that not only did the speaker check herself and tried simply 
paraphrasing her own Japanese, but the listener also paraphrased in order to check that she 
understood the idea. Additionally, because she could fully understand after paraphrasing, she 
was able to continue on to ask follow-up questions to the speaker about the idea. Other signs of 
success included students checking each other when they began slipping into L1, such as during 
D2 of Lesson 11 (topic: death penalty) where the ideas were very heavy. When students began 
using Japanese to express a complex idea, other students began to comment with “don’t use 
Japanese, use English!” to encourage one another. By Lesson 12 not only were students 
supporting one another in using English, they were also  much more active in inviting moments 
of checking understanding, using “one more time please” to continue trying to understand each 
other’s ideas, and paraphrasing in order to express their ideas fully in English. 
 What turned out to be the most effective strategy in encouraging 100% English amongst 
this class was highlighting paraphrasing as a way of sticking to easy English to continue 
negotiating meaning, using examples from discussion to explicitly show students how to 
paraphrase and when is a good time to do so. From their use of paraphrasing came a stronger 
awareness of their ability to stay in English for complex ideas, and an increase in their 
willingness to try harder at negotiating meaning. Several researchers have pointed out that 
students at lower-levels of L2 can sometimes feel frustrated by their inability to communicate 
their thoughts with their limited language. When doing communicative tasks, some learners end 
up using their L1 in order to keep the task going (Leeming 2011; Scott & de la Fuente, 2008) – 
meaning that the students’ desire to keep the communication moving fluidly along overrode their 
desire to stay in the L2. Many researchers comment on how the L1 can be a resource in 
communication breakdowns: learners being able to talk about the metalanguage of a task (asking 
“how do you say ____?” in their L1) as a way of quickly getting scaffolded help before 
continuing with the L2 communication (Hancock, 1997; Leeming, 2011; Anton & DiCamilla, 
1998; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2003; Swain & Lapskin, 2000). However, because the EDC goal 
is for students to strive to negotiate meaning in English in order to sustain discussion, an 
alternative strategy for EDC instructors to incorporate is to emphasize paraphrasing as a method 
of negotiating difficult English ideas, not just as a way of checking understanding of each 
other’s ideas.   
 
Class Two: Striving to Limit One’s Private and Social Comments 
The second class I observed was a Level 2 class from the College of Economics, also in the 
middle of the spectrum of Level 2 classes in that college. This group was a very social class – 
often starting discussions in English, before one person would comment or make a joke in 
Japanese about an idea. This would lead to others joining in, straying off task for a bit before 
getting back on task. During discussions, these students would make side comments about the 
discussion content, or sometimes simply talk to themselves in Japanese while working out what 
they wanted to say. Often times their desire to communicate with each other – both about the 
discussion topic or just social comments – overrode their desire to practice expressing ideas in 
????????????? ??? ??????????????????????????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion 
68 
 
English. Thus, without teacher support many students would switch into Japanese almost 
impulsively. 
 Because some of the Japanese being used during discussions was for social purposes and 
off task, I tried curbing this by challenging their grades for Lessons 6 and 7. If I heard a lot of 
Japanese before discussions started, or during Discussion 1, I would stipulate that any Japanese 
idea in the next discussion would count off for students’ participation grade. I had thought of 
trying this strategy because I had tried using this with a group of Level 4, mainly sports, students 
who enjoyed the challenge of staying in English when they knew points were on the line. 
However, this strategy backfired with this particular class. Students would initially attempt to 
stay in English during discussion, but at one point or another, a student would slip into social 
Japanese accidentally. This would lead to another student reacting, and then the whole group 
would start commenting off task before getting back on track. Though the class knew they were 
meant to stick to English, it seemed that that Japanese use spread almost instinctively. My 
feedback after D2 only de-motivated students because they were oftentimes unaware that they 
had been code-switching, and my constantly pressing them to use 100% English seemed to break 
the social atmosphere of the group. 
 Around Lesson 8, during D1 it was very clear that my students would continue on with 
this pattern of side Japanese. One student began to comment to herself, or to the group in general 
– little reactions to ideas such as “sou sou sou” or “uchi shiranai.” Others sometimes joined in 
by briefly reacting to her side comments in Japanese as well. After D1, I asked the class if they 
were aware of the frequent use of Japanese reactions and comments, and gave a few examples 
from the discussion as a whole. The student who had used the most Japanese was amazed at the 
examples I gave, completely unaware that she had been commenting in her L1 that entire time. 
We did a quick brainstorming of good English reactions to use, as a class. In D2, I noticed a 
significant decrease in her L1 use, and an increase in her attempts to use “okay” or “yes” as a 
reaction instead. Based on the effectiveness of raising her awareness of Japanese, I asked around 
to other EDC instructors to see how else I might get students to reflect on their L1 usage. 
 In Lesson 10 I had the perfect opportunity to use some questions I had learned from other 
EDC instructors. Two students who frequently chatted in Japanese in class were in top form 
during D1, using English to express an idea before slipping into Japanese to comment further, 
mostly to themselves but also affecting the group as a whole. After D1, I asked students to 
discuss, in pairs, how much English they thought they used during discussion (i.e. “I used ___% 
English”). As expected, I got a range of 55% to 98%, with students who knew they used a lot of 
Japanese articulating as much. Once everyone was conscious of their level of L1 use during 
discussion, I explained to the class that using Japanese seemed natural because everyone could 
speak it much more easily than English, but because our goal is 100% English, we need to work 
as a team to reach that goal in discussion.  
 However, not only that, I also encouraged listeners to help speakers stay on track by 
asking questions if speakers were struggling to continue in English with their ideas. Then, out of 
the two D2 goals I normally write on the board, one of them was simply “100% English.” 
Because of the simplicity of the goal, and because the onnis of the goal was on everyone 
involved, not just the speakers who struggled to stay in English, D2 showed vast improvement. 
Using a simple reflection question between D1 and D2 seemed to make everyone in the class 
much more aware of the switch between L1 and L2 during discussion. On top of that, 
encouraging students to help one another out with this 100% English goal, and providing 
strategies for them to do so (i.e. follow-up questions), promoted these discussion tasks as a form 
of teamwork. This seemed to reach the class as a whole, because their group dynamics were so 
close.  
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 Lesson 11 showed marked improvement, with D1 having almost no Japanese, not even 
remarks to oneself. However, because the D2 topic, the death penalty, was so heavy, again I 
noticed many students switching to Japanese when the pressure to communicate ideas became 
too tough. The two students who were inclined to use their L1 again began making little 
comments in Japanese, which influenced the rest of their groups. Yet I did not want to have 
students reflect on their L1 percentage after D2, because I felt that that feedback might not be so 
actionable if they can’t remember it for next week. Instead, after D2, I gave my positive 
feedback, then made one comment about the amount of Japanese I heard in D2. Many students 
laughed sheepishly, fully aware of how much L1 they had been using. Thus, I pointed out that 
when one student begins to use Japanese, even just simple reactions, Japanese can easily spread 
among the whole group. Because discussions were about collaborating together as a group, again 
emphasizing the idea of teamwork, it was vital that everyone played their role to keep 
maintaining 100% English. This was, in essence, the same feedback I provided between D1 and 
D2 in the last lesson. However this time I directly articulated the two feedback points I had been 
going for in the previous lesson – self-awareness of L1 use, and supporting each other in the 
100% English goal. I noted that this comment seemed to drive the previous lesson’s feedback 
home, as all students were nodding vigorously and keen on the idea. 
 Whether this remark had the desired effect or not, my notes about Lesson 12 were that 
both D1 and D2 were almost entirely in English. Though the two students who often use 
Japanese did make side comments here and there, almost reflexively, these comments were kept 
to a minimum and did not distract the groups from sustaining two full discussions in English. 
While not a total success, I am encouraged by the potential of these awareness-raising and team-
building strategies. As Hancock (1997) concedes: 
 
For the teacher who is worried about the quantity of the target language that 
learners use in group work, it is significant that not all cases of resort to L1 will be 
equally accessible to remedy….when learners select the L1 by accident or for a 
particular communicative purpose, attempts to squelch the use of the L1 are 
unlikely to yield the desired result. (p. 233) 
 
 In this sense, the instructor’s ability to affect L1 usage when it may be without thinking 
may be limited. Many empirical studies have confirmed that one of the biggest causes of 
learners slipping into their L1 during L2 tasks is to make comments to oneself, as a form of 
private speech. This seems to help many learners process the cognitive demands of both thinking 
of their ideas, usually in the L1, and producing the same idea in the L2 (Anton & DiCamilla, 
1998; Hancock, 1997; Leeming, 2011; Scott & de la Fuente, 2008). In addition, studies also 
show that many learners instinctively use L1 to comment on the task content or the task itself, as 
a way of socializing with their group and reducing the language anxiety of the task (Anton & 
DiCamilla, 1998; Hancock, 1997; Leeming, 2011; Swain & Lapkin, 2000). Though these uses of 
L1 can certainly be useful in creating a comfortable atmosphere and aiding students in their own 
individual language processing, when used too much during a task it can have a negative effect 
on the group’s communication with each other. Highlighting the dangers of excessive side 
commenting seemed to help this particular class be more conscious of how their actions affected 
the collaborative success of the whole group. Understanding their role in the group’s success in 
turn seemed to motivate them a little more to try to limit their own L1.  
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CONCLUSION 
Closely examining my students’ L1 use during their discussion tasks has really opened my eyes 
to the variety of ways EDC instructors could effectively reach the goal of 100% English with all 
types of students. Reflecting upon this issue in this teaching journal has caused me to be more 
aware of the multiplicity of reasons behind student L1 use, and of ways I can cater my own 
responses to that L1 use with different methods of feedback. Because, as Mori (2004) had 
pointed out, simply reminding students repeatedly to stay in English does not always work, it 
would be useful for EDC instructors to be able to quickly discern why students are slipping into 
their L1, and have a handful of techniques to readily pull out and apply.  
 There are many other strategies that could be tried apart from the simple ones I applied to 
my classes this semester – other ways to instigate student reflection, learning effective ways of 
halting discussions mid-task to quickly give feedback before continuing the discussion 
(something I still do not have a handle on), or even experimenting with which type of learners or 
classroom atmospheres the challenge of participation grades would be most effective with – 
conducting this teaching journal has only encouraged me to continue exploring this issue in 
future semesters. 
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